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“Have you found a sacred space, a Shiloh, a Jerusalem, where the living God 
reveals himself and speaks tenderly to you? Hearson demonstrates how the 
‘sacred space’ tradition evolved throughout Israel’s history, beginning with 
the garden of Eden and concluding with the everlasting Temple in heaven. 
On Mt Sinai, at Bethel, at Gilgal, and in numerous other hallowed places, 
God visited his people with blessings and/or judgment. With the advent of 
Jesus, believers have become holy temples, sacred places where God dwells, 
speaks, and reveals himself. This book invites you to live as the temple of the 
Holy Spirit, as a place where God yearns to commune intimately with you.”

—Hélène Dallaire, Earl S. Kalland Professor of Old 
Testament and Semitic Languages, Denver Seminary

“The prophet Jeremiah offers a stern warning to the inhabitants of 
Jerusalem: repent or become like Shiloh. On the one hand Shiloh serves as 
the prophetic paradigm for the consequences of neglecting the word of the 
Lord. On the other hand, its divine abandonment offers solace for believers 
today because it serves as a reminder that God’s presence is not relegated to 
a geographical ‘holy’ site. Rather, God’s name resides where he chooses it to 
dwell, whether in a city, a temple, or in the lives of the faithful. With acute 
attention to the biblical text and an astute eye on its theological ramifica-
tions, Hearson demonstrates how an understanding of sacred space in the 
biblical world has profound implications for understanding how God con-
tinues to connect with all who call upon his name.”

—Kyle R. Greenwood, administrative director, MA programs, 
Development Associates International; associated professor 
of Old Testament, Denver Seminary; and adjunct associate 

professor of Old Testament, Fuller Theological Seminary

“The themes of divine and sacred presence and space and their various 
expressions are pivotal concepts for historical, literary, and theological nar-
ratives in both the Old Testament and New Testament. After evaluating 
sacred sites like Bethel, Beersheba, Gilgal, and Shiloh (from sacralization 
to desacralization), Dr. Hearson, in a clear and persuasive manner, dem-
onstrates how these grand themes of biblical theology find their epicen-
ter in the Jerusalem Temple in the Old Testament and Messiah Jesus in 
the New Testament. Hearson’s research and foray into these complicated 
ideas provides both the student and seasoned reader of Scripture a detailed 



exploration of God’s sacred presence and geography and their ultimate cul-
mination in Jesus as sacred space.” 

—James F. Linzey, chief editor, Modern English Version Bible

“As a pastor it can be challenging to communicate in a way that connects 
with all people along a broad spectrum of biblical understanding. Blake 
Hearson’s use of metaphors and analogies in Go Now to Shiloh meets the 
challenge of communicating well with a wide range of readers. Before jour-
neying back to Bethel, Gilgal, the burning bush, or the tabernacle, he takes 
his reader first to Gettysburg and Ground Zero to illustrate the concept of 
sacred space. His use of telegram, cell phone, and phone booth metaphors 
weave throughout his survey of Old Testament sacred spaces to help illus-
trate how God interacted with his people at each stop along the way. Go 
Now to Shiloh takes deep dives into each sacred space in a way that unlocks 
new insights for seasoned Bible scholars, but does so in a way that does not 
leave the novice reader behind. He paints a beautiful picture of how God 
moves from sacred space to sacred person when the ‘Stargates’ of old had 
been destroyed. Go Now to Shiloh provides both a deeper understand of the 
concept of sacred space, as well as a deeper appreciation for how God com-
municates with his sacred people.”

—Matt Marrs, Send Network Regional Director–
Midwest, North American Mission Board, and lead pastor, 

Northland Baptist Church, Kansas City, MO

“Go Now to Shiloh is essential reading for anyone who is interested in com-
municating with God and understanding how and where God presents 
himself. Drawing on his doctoral research at Hebrew Union College, N. 
Blake Hearson identifies the different kinds of sacred spaces God chooses 
from Genesis to Revelation, and he explains them in accessible and creative 
ways. This book inspires me to know God on his own terms and to thrive in 
God’s presence and self-revelation.”

—Kenneth C. Way, associate professor and chair of Old Testament 
and Semitics, Talbot School of Theology, Biola University
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INTRODUCTION

In many ways, the story of sacred places in the Bible is the story of divine 
and human efforts to restore what was lost when mankind was ejected from 
the Garden. While God has always made himself available to those who seek 
him, communication was not always guaranteed before the advent of Jesus 
and his saving work. More precisely, whether or not God would receive the 
message of the one seeking him was often in doubt. This uncertainty is espe-
cially evident when one considers the need for sacrifices and proper proce-
dure in order for a sinful human being to encounter a holy God. Interaction 
with God after the fall came at the cost of life (Gen 3:21). Yet grace has 
always been a part of God’s character, and he has always made a way. 

God provided a way, for instance, when he selected a few individu-
als who had access to him in special ways and at particular places. From 
Abraham to Moses, God would show up and speak with special people and 
make arrangements through these people for communication with many 
more. We see an ebb and flow in the story of God’s communication with 
humanity—this story includes periods of seeming silence from God fol-
lowed by periods of frequent communication. There were even times when 
mankind tried to force God’s hand by reaching him. Most of us are familiar 
with the famous example of this attempt when the people tried to reach 
heaven via the Tower of Babel. Yet, as the builders of the tower would dis-
cover, human beings can only approach God on his own terms. Thus, even 
during times of greater self-revelation by God, his communication often 
occurred at specific places with specific people. Places like Shiloh, Bethel, 
Beersheba, and Sinai all served as meeting grounds between heaven and 
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earth, between God and man. The close connection, lost when God ban-
ished Adam and Eve from the Garden, would be partly restored in the form 
of these other sacred places. These places can be thought of as phone booths 
that God established for interaction with him. A barrier remained because 
of sin, but communication was possible. 

The book you have before you investigates such places and meeting 
grounds between God and his chosen people, giving most of its attention 
to the Old Testament. It examines how God made himself available for fel-
lowship before, and in ways that even foreshadow, Jesus’s work on the cross. 
It will examine how these places came to be sacred and the circumstances 
that led to their being de-sanctified and, for that reason, no longer effec-
tive as places to meet God. As a larger effect, our study will underscore the 
value and importance of communication with God, as it demonstrates the 
struggle faced by humanity in having this communication restored. As a 
starting point, we will look at the challenges involved in the effort to com-
municate with a holy God. Then we will consider what is meant by “sacred 
space,” giving special care to contrast the biblical notion of sacred space with 
ideas found in surrounding cultures, which may be superficially similar to 
the biblical view. This general concept will support the next step, which 
involves the idea of temporary sacred space, the most familiar example being 
the sanctity of the ground beneath Moses’s feet. Subsequent material will 
address, for example, the tabernacle, enduring sacred spaces, the human 
impact on the rejection of sacred space, and the direct measures taken by 
God to create new lifelines between himself and his people. In each case, we 
will discover afresh the grace of God, as the loss of one sacred space gives 
way to new expressions of intimacy. Ultimately God always provides a way 
to have fellowship with him, even though sin bars the way. 

The present study is, therefore, all about places and the God who makes 
himself known and available therein. But in a larger sense, we trust that it 
will provide the reader with a deeper understanding of who God is and who 
we are, as his beloved but fallen creatures. 



1

C H A P T E R  !

IN THE BEGINNING
Communicating with God in the Bible

On November 19, 1863, Abraham Lincoln gave a few short remarks 
at the dedication of the battlefield at Gettysburg. His remarks, while 

brief, pointed to bloodshed as the cause that sanctified this ordinary field. 
Somehow, the loss of so many lives in that epic struggle changed the grass 
and soil, turning these elements and this place into a national monument 
that is honored to this day. After the intense three-day conflict, the area 
would never be the same. Add to this the dedication of the area as a final rest-
ing place for those who died in the fight, and the result is sacred ground. An 
ordinary space became extraordinary and off-limits to most everyday activi-
ties. Today, this site is visited by thousands annually, even after 150 years. 

Fast-forward now to September 11, 2001. Early in the morning, on 
an ordinary Tuesday, several acres of land became sacrosanct, once again 
through the shedding of blood. Terrorists hijacked four passenger jets and 
used them as bombs against the United States. The two planes that flew into 
the Twin Towers of the World Trade Center in Lower Manhattan created 
the most death and destruction. After the attack was over, the debris of the 
towers was cleared away, and the human remains interred, discussions began 
as to what to do with “ground zero” where the buildings had stood. As with 
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Gettysburg, the sheer number of lives lost changed the nature of the space 
where the Twin Towers once stood. 

Strangely, American Christians generally do not see their church build-
ings as sacred spaces. We have some sense of things that we may not do in 
a church, but these boundaries more reflect ideas of politeness than beliefs 
as to what mysterious happenings occur there. If a church burns down, 
whether by accident or by an act of hatred, we view it as a tragedy for the 
congregation. The community that met in that church is deeply saddened 
by the loss. But no one in that congregation considers himself cut off from 
God. After all, the church is a body of believers, not a building. If any-
thing, the loss of the building may bring the congregation closer as they pray 
together and seek to rebuild. We do not view the loss as a curse on a sacred 
place that makes it unfit for another church building. On the contrary, we 
depend upon the fact that contact with God remains unbroken. 

Similarly, when a congregation dwindles and they sell their property, 
there is no caveat on how that property may be used. I have personally seen 
churches become bookstores, pubs, coffee shops, and even furniture out-
lets. While Christians may experience a sense of sadness to see their former 
churches used in these ways, they do not sense that sacred space has been 
violated. Neither the building nor the location contributed to the ability of 
people to communicate with God in that place. 

Yet, our beliefs about sacred spaces were not always the norm. In fact, 
the Israelite of the Old Testament and the Jew of the New Testament would 
have found our notions strange—even perverse. God had revealed himself 
to them at particular places, and proper worship of and contact with him 
had to happen there. Part of this idea was linked to the need for sacrifices, 
but it was also ingrained in the theology of the entire Bible, with analogies 
found in other religions.1 As we will see below, even the Garden of Eden 
was such a place; it was the meeting ground between Adam, Eve, and God. 

1 Eliade’s work sheds valuable light on this subject. He argues that across 
religious systems, a profane (i.e., ordinary) space became sacred when a divine 
being manifested itself there. The actions of men played no role in the sanctity of 
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A metaphor is useful here. When I was growing up, the primary means 
of communication with anyone at a distance was a landline phone. If you 
were away from home and were in public space, you would look for a phone 
booth. You would step into the little cubicle, close the door, put in some 
change, and make a call. Even when Commissioner Gordon had to reach 
Batman, he used either the Bat Signal or a special phone. Cell phones, email, 
and texting were not options at that point. 

Sacred spaces in the Old Testament tended to function in much the 
same way. If a worshiper wanted assurance of contact with God, he had 
to find a “phone booth” to reach him. God was everywhere, of course, but 
because of the fall, he was not everywhere reachable. Although communi-
cation remained difficult, God had set up access points or, in our anal-
ogy, phone booths, where his worshipers could have assurance of reaching 
him. It is important to note that these sacred places did not come about by 
some catastrophe like 9/11. Rather, God revealed himself at the sometimes-
surprising locations. Much like phone booths, the connection could also be 
lost. Just as our phone companies might remove pay phones, so God might 
remove our means to connect with him and replace it with another. 

To use a second analogy, it may be helpful to think of these connec-
tion points between heaven and earth as “stargates.”2 Science fiction fans 
will know that some worlds contain stargates linking one place (or time) 
to another far away. In the movie Stargate, a gate is discovered that allows 
humans to travel vast distances through space to another planet.3 The story 
reveals that parasitic aliens built these gates to glean cheap labor and human 
hosts on earth. The gate was ultimately buried long ago, so that the aliens 
could no longer reach earth, but it is discovered again in modern times. In 

a space. The holiest sites and temples in a system were considered the center of the 
world and provided an axis around which a people could orient their existence. 
See Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane: The Nature of Religion (New York: 
Harcourt, 1959).

2 I am indebted to Rustin Umstattd for this analogy.
3 Stargate, directed by Roland Emmerich (Beverly Hills, CA: Metro-

Goldwyn-Mayer, 1994).
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this case, the analogy of a stargate illustrates that there is a special connection 
that overcomes an otherwise insurmountable barrier to communication. 

Naturally, all analogies have limits and fail at some points. We are limi-
ted, and so are our analogies. However, the analogy of phones as a means of 
communication remains helpful, and it will serve as our primary metaphor 
moving forward. As such, the reader will see the development of commu-
nication with God in the Bible following the analogy of landlines through 
the early stages of cell phones and up to their current widespread use. As a 
result, we will see just how amazing our level of access to God really is and 
appreciate it in a new way. 

Defining Sacred Space in the Bible

How does the Bible depict sacred space? At the bare-bones level, sacred space 
is a place where God has declared himself accessible to the worshiper. It is 
thus set in contrast to all other places. Among biblical scholars who study 
sacred places in the Bible, the focus is often on worship at the temple in 
Jerusalem; this comes from the view that the authors of Scripture sought 
to isolate Jerusalem as the only holy place acceptable to God. While this 
assumption is partially accurate, it also invites the question: Why did 
Jerusalem become so important in the first place? The history of contact 
between heaven and earth shows that Jerusalem became important to the 
degree that other points of contact with God were lost (e.g., Num 33:52; 
Deut 7:5; 12:1–7; 1 Kgs 3:2–3; 8:5–11; 11:1–10). In other words, given 
this attrition in the number of communication points with God, the temple 
in Jerusalem became the last site standing, the last holdover phone booth. 
Attempts to reach God via other places were met with the message, “This 
number is no longer in service.” Yet the focus on Jerusalem as the sole con-
nection between God and his people causes us to miss the development of 
communication with a holy God in a fallen world. Furthermore, failing to 
observe the dynamics of fellowship and communion through sacred places 
causes us to miss the full effect of Jerusalem’s destruction in the Old and 
New Testaments. 
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In order to understand how biblical sacred space developed and func-
tioned, we must go back to creation itself. When looking at the idea of 
sacred space in the Bible, it is apparent that the created world in its entirety 
has some level of sacredness, simply as the handiwork of God. However, this 
is only one aspect of the biblical perspective. As noted above, the Bible also 
depicts specific sites as holy, given their use by God to meet with selected 
people. These places became holy because God revealed himself there; they 
were places where God was accessible to his people. 

As with most things, the story of God’s communication with mankind 
starts in the garden of Eden. Most Christians are familiar with this story and 
focus on the goodness of creation, subsequently marred by the sin of Adam 
and Eve. While this emphasis is fitting, it should not overshadow other 
important truths. For example, we often miss the actual purpose of the gar-
den itself. My students are always surprised to learn that Adam and Eve were 
not created in the garden; they were placed there after their creation (read 
carefully Gen 2:7–8). 

The garden was a special place with a special purpose. Adam and Eve were 
given tasks in Eden that would mirror the work of God in creating the world, 
while meeting their practical needs. Still, the primary function of Eden was as 
a site for fellowship with God.4 It was a place for God to commune and have 
harmonious relationship with beings made in his image. Thus, when Adam 
and Eve were banished from the garden, they were not just deprived of easy 
food and shelter; they also lost their interaction with God. 

This loss became evident when they ate the forbidden fruit. Their place 
of fellowship became a place of fear, and its plants were used for cover and 
concealment. When their sin became apparent, God stated that they could 
not continue in such a state; they had to suffer the loss of sustenance and 
ready access to him. Creation would now resist their efforts to communi-
cate with him, so it is more than ironic that Adam and Eve hid from him 
as he sought them. They were afraid. Their communication with God had 

4 See G. K. Beale and Mitchell Kim, God Dwells among Us: Expanding Eden 
to the Ends of the Earth (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2014).
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already been disrupted. By consciously avoiding him, they revealed that his 
presence was now too difficult for them to take. God’s nearness inspired 
guilt and fear. 

When God cast Adam and Eve out of the garden, he was giving them 
what their actions demanded: separation from God. Anyone who has had 
a falling out with a friend or spouse knows how difficult it is to be in the 
same room with that person. At the very least, it is awkward, and at worst, 
it is intolerable. Nothing can be enjoyed without resolution of the conflict 
or removal from the shared location. Thus, we can see how much greater 
the friction was between a holy God and his rebellious creatures. The initial 
solution was a change of venue for those creatures. 

Yet this change of location, and resulting limitation of communication, 
did not really fix anything. The same awkwardness and pain remained. In 
human society, it is possible to escape our problems geographically. There 
are other places available to us and other people with whom to build posi-
tive relationships; not so with the Creator. Our relationship with him is 
inescapable. We will either seek restoration or spend a lifetime consciously 
or subconsciously avoiding him. There are no other options, and we know 
from the full revelation of Scripture that God desires restoration of both 
relationship and communication.

When Adam and Eve were ejected from the garden, they were removed 
from the discernable presence of God, but this loss does not imply that 
all communication with him was cut off. Rather, much like their relation-
ship with the earth, interaction with each other, and ease of reproduction, 
communication only became much more difficult. Adam and Eve failed to 
submit to the authority of God, and that jeopardized their relationship with 
him. They lost the dedicated line to God and were forced into submission 
to his self-revelation in order to have fellowship with him. 

As the Bible’s story progresses, we see that particular places in the Bible 
would come to serve as stopgap measures for humanity’s lost connection. 
No longer would God and mankind live under the same roof. Rather, the 
Creator would choose to communicate at exact times and places with no 
open-door policy. Meetings would occur by appointment and invitation 



I N  T H E  B E G I N N I N G 7

only. Ultimately, Jesus would change things with his advent on earth, but 
the full restoration of what was lost in the garden remains to be fulfilled. 
In the time between the loss of fellowship in the garden in Genesis and the 
ultimate redemption of creation in Revelation, communication with God 
is a difficult process. 

The Tower of Babel illustrates the sin of do-it-yourself phone repair, 
which God cannot abide. At its core, the story is about mankind’s desire to 
reach God physically and on equal terms. With respect to the latter, which 
preoccupies many interpreters, the sin of the builders parallels the sin of 
Adam and Eve. The builders wished to be independent of God and to throw 
off the bonds of humility. To have access to God that was not dependent on 
God’s self-revelation meant reaching equality with him. Humanity would 
not be bound by God’s will, if they could reach him at any time. However, 
the modern interpreter often dismisses the importance of the tower’s design. 

The whole idea seems ludicrous to us. After all, in our world of sky-
scrapers, who would consider building a tower that could reach God? The 
desire to build such a tower should alert the modern reader to the funda-
mentally different way that ancient peoples viewed the universe. In their 
minds, God really could be physically reached; and if he could be reached, 
he could be controlled or weakened. Of course, the story ends with God 
foiling the plan of the people by making communication and fellowship 
among themselves as difficult as communication with God had become. 
The curse of the fall increased via greater difficulty in fellowship among 
mankind. Communion with God was difficult because of the fall; commu-
nion between people became difficult because of the Tower of Babel.

To be sure, God did not desire for all communication between himself 
and mankind to cease. By revealing himself at different times and places, 
he created access points where people might still connect with him. For 
example, in Exod 20:24, God stated in relation to sacrifice, “In every place 
where I cause My name to be remembered, I will come to you and bless 
you.” In other words, God chose the places where an interaction with him 
could occur. In terms of our analogy, God set up phone booths from which 
he would receive calls. The presence of these places implied, to the biblical 
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authors, that all other places would not be appropriate for worship. Indeed, 
God made this rule clear in Deut 12:2–5. Thus, a sacred place was one that 
had some special association with God that consequently set it apart from 
the rest of the land. 

Yet, even when a place was revealed as having a special connection with 
God, there was no guarantee that the connection would remain forever. 
When we look at the example of Shiloh in Jeremiah 7, we find that God’s 
relationship with a particular sacred space can change. By the time of the 
prophet, Shiloh had been destroyed. Jeremiah related the words of God to 
the inhabitants of Jerusalem and declared, “Therefore, I will do to the house 
which is called by My name, in which you trust, and to the place which I 
gave you and your fathers, as I did to Shiloh” (Jer 7:14). Jeremiah attributed 
to God the destruction of these sanctified places. Just as God set up a phone 
booth, he could remove the line and terminate its connection. 

Finally, even as modes of communication change and develop in mod-
ern society, so did the modes of communication with God. In order to 
understand how communication changed in the Bible, we will press our 
analogy. There are three primary ways of communication with God in the 
Bible, and they overlap with each other at some points. As we move through 
the story of the Bible, we will see that these three types of communication, 
or sacred spaces, are analogous to the functions of a phone booth, a tele-
gram, and a cell phone. 

Approaching the Study of Sacred Space

Before defining the types of sacred space that allow communication with 
God in the Bible, it is helpful to note that not everyone approaches the topic 
in the same way. Many studies on biblical texts, even if they subscribe to 
an entirely different approach to the sacred places, find themselves leaning 
on categories and terms found in the historical-critical method that per-
vades biblical scholarship; while it may be useful at points, the historical-
critical method has not contributed significantly to the topic of sacred space 
in biblical literature. This lack is due to its goal of providing a “critically 
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assured minimum” of historical reality.5 In other words, the historical-
critical approach tries to find the lowest common denominator that can 
be proven true against every form of scientific skepticism. As a product of 
the Enlightenment, the historical-critical method “views history as a closed 
continuum, an unbroken series of causes and effects in which there is no 
room for transcendence”;6 when this method is applied to the biblical text, 
it yields only fragmentary results and a distorted view of biblical theology. 

Therefore, while sacred space as an idea is subject to historical analysis, 
and while the historical-critical methods answer some important questions,7 
they must give way to a larger effort to understand the relationship between 
God and earthly spaces theologically, since exegesis views the Bible as a cohe-
sive and sacred Scripture. Accordingly, this book will examine the ideas that 
run through the Old Testament and, to a lesser degree, the New Testament, 
with the assumption that there is a divine author behind the text that gives 
the Bible unity of thought.8 

This study will explore the issue of sacred space from a different 
angle than those typically taken by the more skeptical methods utilized in 
scholar ship. We will look at a selection of several sites to determine why 
God rejected them and what caused the change in Israel’s relationship with 
God to bring about their downfall. This method will offer fresh insight that 
goes beyond the focus on Jerusalem as the only proper place to worship.9 
Indirectly, this approach will offer new insight into the changing nature of 
God’s relationship with the sacred space of Jerusalem. Ultimately, our study 

5 See Gerhard von Rad, Old Testament Theology, vol. 1 (Louisville, KY: John 
Knox, 2001), 108.

6 Gerhard Hasel, Old Testament Theology (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1991), 
198. Naturally, this runs the danger of forcing ideas into a Procrustean bed.

7 I am indebted to Dr. Richard Sarason for this idea.
8 This approach is akin to Brevard Child’s canonical approach, but does not 

dispense with historical veracity, as he does in his work. See Brevard Childs, Old 
Testament Theology in a Canonical Context (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1989).

9 This approach also gives voice to the reasons conveyed in the biblical text, 
rather than leaning on the notion that the biblical authors are simply being clan-
destine about their favoritism of Jerusalem.
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will give a better picture of the developing ideas and worldview surrounding 
God’s relationship with sacred spaces and how we communicate with God.

The present study is an exercise in biblical theology, with special atten-
tion to Old Testament theology. Thus, we take as our starting point the Old 
Testament,10 with only a brief look at the New Testament. The primary aim of 
the study is to determine what ideas run through the entire Old Testament,11 
with proper allowances made for the Old Testament’s obvious literary fea-
tures. The authors of the Bible give a record of events that are interpreted 
through a theological understanding of their world. In our exami nation, we 
will be dealing with the implied author and implied audience.12

Working with a method that is both theological and historical demands 
the recognition of the relativity of any so-called human objectivity.13 The 
modern reader must realize that both he and the author make an indispens-
able contribution to interpretation. Additionally, the issue of identifying 
authorial intent in the biblical material is fraught with difficulty.14 Yet this 
is true of any method or approach. For example, scholarship in the last 
century and a half has endeavored to discover the “real” history behind the 
narrative accounts of the Bible. This method usually translates into a picture 

10 Our approach will be similar to Sara Japhet’s in Sara Japhet, “Some Biblical 
Concepts of Sacred Place,” in Sacred Space: Shrine, City, Land, ed. B. Z. Kedar 
and R. J. Z. Werblowsky (New York: New York University Press, 1998), 55–72.

11 This is a literary/canonical approach. For differing examples of this 
approach, see Jack Miles, God: A Biography (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1995); 
Brevard S. Childs, Introduction to the Old Testament as Scripture (Philadelphia: 
Fortress, 1979); and The Book of Exodus: A Critical Theological Commentary 
(Philadelphia: Westminster, 1974). 

12 In other words, the author as represented in the text and the assumed audi-
ence of the text. See Jonathan Culler, Literary Theory: A Very Short Introduction 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997) and Gordon J. Wenham, Story as Torah: 
Reading the Old Testament Narrative Ethically (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2000).

13 See Hasel, Old Testament Theology, 200.
14 See Wenham, Story as Torah, 7. Wenham discusses methodology with 

respect to an ethical reading of the Old Testament narrative in which source 
criticism is marginal since, whether the author was using three major sources or 
“umpteen independent short stories,” the message of the text is the same.
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of the event as seen through the eyes of a post-Enlightenment scholar rather 
than the early readers of the text. Thus, such an approach is just as laden 
with interpretation; only the presuppositions are different. Our approach 
will not focus on this sort of re-creation of the event behind the narrative, 
since the concepts and perspectives within the Bible concerning God’s rela-
tionship to sacred space are precisely what interest us. Approaching the issue 
of sacred space from this angle will give a fresh perspective and, hopefully, 
a better picture of how the authors of the ancient texts understood the rela-
tionship between God and their world.

The conclusions that we draw from the Old Testament will serve as 
the basis for a brief examination of select sources from the New Testament. 
The New Testament authors based their ideas on both the text of the 
Old Testament and on their own experience with the teachings of Jesus. 
Therefore, Old Testament ideas about sacred places will help us determine 
what the New Testament authors believed about God’s changing relationship 
to sacred spaces. Finally, we will see that, for the New Testament authors, 
the loss of the temple in Jerusalem was equivalent to the loss of a connection 
with God. Such a loss could only be rectified by the work of Jesus. 

Categories of Sacred Space in the Bible

Working from the above ideas, we can discern three subcategories of sacred 
spaces.15 The first encompasses places that were only temporarily sacred dur-
ing a divine revelation. These places are analogous to the idea of a smoke 
signal. A message was conveyed, but the place of that message had no ongo-
ing sanctity. Indeed, those who received a message from God in this way 
were usually surprised by it. There was no expectation that another message 
would be delivered at the place where the metaphorical telegram reached 
its recipient. A good example of this first category was the burning bush in 
Exodus 3. When Moses approached the flaming shrubbery to see why it was 

15 Sara Japhet notes two of these categories in “Some Biblical Concepts.” I 
have added a third category.
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not consumed, God addressed him with a very specific command: “Remove 
your sandals, because the ground on which you are standing is sacred.”16 
The revelatory presence of God turned regular ground into holy ground. 
However, after the revelation of God ended, there was no indication that 
the particular bush or patch of ground retained their special status.17 The 
sanctity of the bush’s locale resulted from the presence of God, and when 
that presence left, so did the need to give particular reverence to that spot. 

The second subcategory is occupied solely by the tabernacle. This sacred 
place is roughly analogous to the earliest cell phones. All one needs to do is 
review a movie from the late 1980s or early 1990s to get an appropriate pic-
ture. Early “mobile” phones were big and unwieldy. They had long antennas 
that had to be extended to make a call, and they were impractical to carry 
around. And yet, they were an improvement in the range of communication 
that they allowed their owners to have. For the first time, the caller was not 
limited to a pay phone or landline inside a building. However, because of 
their size and expense, most people did not have one. Those few who did 
certainly did not carry them around like a wallet or a set of keys. 

In many ways, the tabernacle was similar for the Israelites. It enabled 
them to have contact with God without being dependent on “landlines.” 
While the Israelites wandered in the wilderness before entering the Promised 
Land, the tabernacle allowed them to have regular contact with God. When 
they packed up and moved, they would pack up the tabernacle as well, 
so that their primary connection to God would go with them. Thus, by 
providing the tabernacle, God supplied the Israelites with portable sacred 
space. Like the burning bush, when the tabernacle was set up, the ground 
that it occupied became holy; when they decamped, the ground that it 

16 “For the ground upon which you are standing, it is holy ground.” Author’s 
translation.

17 It should be noted that this epiphany took place at Mount Horeb, which is 
called the “Mountain of God” in the previous verses. However, Japhet states that 
this epithet is not necessarily an indicator that the area is sacred (“Some Biblical 
Concepts,” 60).
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had occupied lost its sanctity. In this sense, the sacredness of the location 
depended entirely on the structures and objects associated with it. 

The third and final subcategory consists of those places that retained 
their sacredness over time. The analogy that best fits these sites is the phone 
booth or landline found in a permanent structure. Whenever someone 
wants to make a call, they have to assume that it can be received on a land-
line at the other end. With the right payment and number, a call can be 
made with the reasonable expectation that it will go through. These sites 
are the embodiment of Exod 20:24’s definition: “You shall make an altar 
of earth for Me, and you shall sacrifice on it your burnt offerings and your 
peace offerings, your sheep and your oxen; in every place where I cause My 
name to be remembered, I will come to you and bless you.” Jerusalem and 
Shiloh were prime examples of this category. Jerusalem, of course, achieved 
a permanent status that was unrivaled in the land of Israel. Unlike many 
of the other cult sites that came and went before it, Jerusalem’s status as an 
access point to God only solidified over time. 

Shiloh was the site where the Israelites gathered during the conquest 
of the land of Canaan and, consequently, it was also one of the locations 
where the tabernacle stood. However, unlike some of the other places where 
the tabernacle had been stationed, Shiloh became an enduring sacred place; 
by the period of the judges, the house of God was said to reside there (“all 
the time that the house of God was at Shiloh,” Judg 18:31). In fact, a more 
durable structure than the tent seems to have been established on the site; in 
1 Sam 1:9 and 3:3, this site was called a “temple of the L!"#,” having both 
doorposts and doors. Here, the young Samuel was brought and dedicated to 
the service of the Lord (1 Sam 1:24); in Jeremiah’s temple sermon (chapter 
7), God referred to Shiloh as the place where he caused his name to dwell, 
which is reminiscent of the language of Exod 20:24 and Deut 12. Shiloh 
clearly had a link with the divine; God was accessible there for worship and 
sacrifice on a regular basis. In other words, Shiloh was a phone booth where 
calls could be made and received. 

The example of Shiloh in Jeremiah 7 also demonstrates that God’s 
relationship with a particular sacred space can change. By the time of the 
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prophet, Shiloh had been destroyed. Jeremiah, relating the words of God 
to the inhabitants of Jerusalem, stated, “Therefore, I will do to the house 
which is called by My name, in which you trust, and to the place which I 
gave you and your fathers, as I did to Shiloh” (v. 14). 

Thus, Jeremiah attributed to God the destruction of this sanctified 
place. Furthermore, Jeremiah equated Jerusalem with Shiloh regarding 
God’s relationship with the sacred space. The fact that Shiloh was a sacred 
shrine where God had accepted worship and sacrifice was not questioned by 
the people. Nor was it questioned in the minds of Jeremiah’s audience that 
this sacred space had been destroyed and would now be unusable for wor-
ship. The prophet used these points to illustrate that Shiloh, once a sacred 
place, had fallen out of favor with God. Jeremiah insinuated that Jerusalem 
enjoyed no more of God’s favor, security, or protection than Shiloh did. 
God’s relationship with a place could and did change, and with it, the abil-
ity to communicate with God also changed. The phone booth had been 
disconnected and removed. 
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